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In  2004,  AADAC,  in  partnership  with  the  Alberta  School  Boards 
Association  and  Alberta  Education,  created  the  Better  Together  Schools 
pilot  projects  (BTS)  to  support  schools  and  school  districts  interested  in 
implementing  substance  use  prevention  and  early  intervention  programs 
that  were  comprehensive,  based  on  best  practices  and  designed  to  meet 
the  unique  strengths  and  challenges  of  the  community.  As  part  of  the 
BTS,  six  Alberta  school  divisions  were  selected  and  provided  with 
funding  to  develop  local  strategies  for  youth  substance  use  prevention: 

• Grasslands  School  Division,  Brooks 

• Holy  Spirit  Catholic  School  Division,  Lethbridge 

• Greater  St.  Albert  Catholic  Regional  School  Division, 
Morinville/Legal 

• Christ  the  Redeemer  School  Division,  Drumheller 

• Buffalo  Trail  Public  School  Division,  Wainwright 

• Holy  Family  Catholic  Regional  Division,  Peace  River 

Examples  of  BTS  activities 

• promote  the  idea  that  substance  use  is  not  just  a school  problem 
but  a community  problem  requiring  a community  solution 

• meet  with  schools  regarding  training,  and  school  policies  and 
procedures 

• educate  and  train  teachers  with  the  intent  of  developing  the 
schools'  ability  to  deliver  effective  substance  use  prevention 
training  over  the  long  term 


For  more  than  50  years,  the 
Alberta  Alcohol  and  Drug 
Abuse  Commission  (AADAC) 
has  supported  Albertans  in 
building  capacity  to  over- 
come substance  abuse  and 
gambling  problems.  Preven- 
tion programs,  which  aim  to 
increase  protective  factors 
and  foster  resiliency  for 
children  and  youth,  are  an 
essential  component  of 
AADAC’ s integrated  sys- 
tem of  addiction  services. 
AADAC  works  collabora- 
tively  with  schools  to  deliver 
specialized  services  that 
reflect  the  needs  of  the  com- 
munity and  the  experiences 
of  children  and  youth. 

For  more  information,  please 
refer  to  Substance  Use 
Prevention  in  the  Classroom 
(2007)  available  through  our 
website  at  aadac.com 
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I see  an  openness  and 
a willingness  to  listen, 
and  an  honest  respect  for 
what  people  are  trying  to 
accomplish.  There  is  a real 
focus  on  the  kids  [ that  is] 
very  much  working  toward 
the  common  good. 

(BTS  member  comment) 


• provide  train-the-trainer  teacher  education 

• train  youth  leaders  and  students  as  a peer  support  team 

• directly  involve  students  in  planning  activities 

• establish  more  effective  links  between  students  and  police 

• focus  on  curriculum  development 

• establish  ongoing  access  to  resources  and  materials 

• create  a resource  library 

• establish  a "wrap-around  support  team"  to  co-ordinate 
services  for  high-risk  students 

• bring  a mobile  youth  addictions  counsellor  to  the  community 

• hire  an  addictions  counsellor 

What  we  learned 

AADAC  conducted  a literature  review  of  youth  substance  use  preven- 
tion in  schools  and  an  evaluation  of  the  six  BTS  pilot  sites.  This 
document  outlines  what  was  learned  and  identifies  areas  to  consider 
when  developing  a school-based  prevention  program. 

From  the  literature 

• Programs  that  are  multi-faceted  and  include  a curriculum 
component  are  most  effective.  A key  piece  of  a multi-faceted 
program  is  parental  involvement,  which  is  shown  to  be  important 
in  reducing  substance  use. 

• Effective  prevention  programs  focus  on  life  skills,  and  require 
relationship  building  among  stakeholders  and  students  to  connect 
students  to  healthy  environments. 

• Programs  that  focus  on  reducing  risk  factors  (such  as  addiction  in 
the  home  and  isolation)  and  enhancing  protective  factors  (such  as 
positive  self-esteem,  healthy  relationships  and  parental  support) 
have  been  shown  to  be  most  successful. 

• Evidence-based  programs  that  are  well  planned,  have  a 
theoretical  foundation  and  have  been  implemented  according  to  a 
comprehensive  plan  are  found  to  have  the  most  impact. 

• Universal  programs  (those  that  target  all  youth)  may  be  beneficial 
in  reducing  substance  use  by  all  youth,  including  those  at  risk. 
Some  caution  is  noted  regarding  programs  that  cluster  high-risk 
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Four  key  elements 
supported  this  work: 

• having  already  existing 
networks 

• having  individual 
contacts  in  the  school 

• involving  students 

• using  funding  as  incentive 
for  involvement 

The  biggest  challenge  was 
finding  a way  to  get  the 
work  done  within  already 
confined  and  overloaded 
workloads. 

(BTS  committee  member 
comment) 


youth  together.  More  research  is  needed  to  fully  understand  the 
specific  relationship  between  universal  programming  and  high- 
risk  youth. 

From  the  projects 

The  funding  provided  to  each  of  the  six  pilot  sites  was  helpful  in  assist- 
ing schools  to  bring  stakeholders  together  to  identify  local  concerns, 
establish  priorities  and  begin  to  implement  an  action  plan. 

Each  project  established  a BTS  committee,  consisting  of  school 
administrators,  a school  division  representative  and  an  AADAC 
representative.  Depending  on  the  pilot  site,  other  committee  members 
included  teachers,  students,  parents,  school  counsellors  and  representa- 
tives from  community  organizations. 

Features  that  were  found  to  be  critical  to  committee  members'  commit- 
ment and  dedication  to  substance  use  prevention  programming  included 

• sharing  common  values 

• acknowledging  the  concern  at  hand 

• taking  steps  to  work  on  substance  use  among  students 

• being  optimistic 

• caring  about  students’  well-being  and  success 

Through  the  BTS  process,  committee  members  developed  a 
heightened  awareness  and  knowledge  of  substance  use  prevention 
for  children  and  youth. 

All  pilot  projects  achieved  their  objectives,  and  many  surpassed  expec- 
tations. Schools  and  communities  noticed  the  positive  impact  that  BTS 
activities  had  on  students.  This  was  particularly  relevant  in  those  pilot 
sites  where  students  were  directly  involved  in  planning  and  program 
delivery.  The  commitment  of  participants  far  exceeded  expectations, 
and  discussions  with  students  confirmed  that  the  activities  initiated 
were  on  target  and  effective. 

All  BTS  pilot  site  programs  focused  directly  or  indirectly  on  enhanc- 
ing student  skills  and  supporting  protective  factors  to  assist  students  in 
making  healthy  decisions  related  to  substance  use.  Though  some  pilot 
sites  opted  for  one-time  events,  they  were  generally  supported  by  a 
curriculum  for  substance  use  prevention. 

A network  of  BTS  committees  was  established,  providing  opportunities 
to  learn  from  each  other,  as  well  as  from  the  evaluation  and  research. 
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What  to  consider 

When  undertaking  a school-based  substance  use  prevention  initiative, 
a comprehensive  strategy  should  address  four  core  components: 

• participation 

• planning 

• program  development  and  implementation 

• evaluation 

As  indicated  in  Figure  1,  participation  is  critical  to  success. 

Figure  1 : Four  components  of  a comprehensive  strategy 


Participation 

• Involve  the  community.  It  helps  to  carry  a consistent  message 
about  prevention  beyond  the  school  context.  Get  parents, 
students,  teachers,  school  district  staff  and  community  members 
on  board  and  committed. 

• Determine  what  key  community  players  need  to  be  involved. 
Provide  support  and  maintenance  for  committee  member  involve- 
ment. 

• Determine  how  to  handle  changes  in  committee  and  activity 
membership  (for  example,  replacement,  orientation,  education, 
support). 
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What  you  have  around 
this  table  are  magicians 
who  can  take  a small 
amount  of  money  and 
reach  out  and  touch  a tar- 
geted number  of  students, 
sometimes  in  a small  step, 
sometimes  larger. 

(BTS  member  comment ) 


• Identify  roles,  responsibilities  and  lines  of  communication  to 
minimize  duplication  and  maximize  impact. 

Planning 

• Conduct  a needs  assessment  to  determine  what  your  school 
community  requires. 

• Review  school  district  policies  on  school-based  prevention. 

• Develop  a vision. 

• Do  not  reinvent  the  wheel.  Use  an  evidence-based  approach  that 
has  worked  well  elsewhere  and  adapt  it  to  your  situation. 

• Consider  the  long-term  sustainability  (financial  and  otherwise) 
of  the  program  when  planning. 

Program  development  and  implementation 

• Use  a multi-faceted  approach,  particularly  with  a curriculum 
component,  to  increase  the  chances  of  success.  Adding  comple- 
mentary parent  education  is  recommended. 

• Consider  gender  differences  or  other  demographic  characteristics 
of  the  student  population. 

• Think  about  your  target  audience.  Consider  whether  the  program 
will  address  all  students  or  just  those  who  are  high-risk. 

• The  program  should  include  skill  development  with  an  empha- 
sis on  building  connectedness  and  relationships,  and  a focus  on 
behavioural  intentions  (for  example,  how  behaviours,  norms  and 
attitudes  are  acquired  and  maintained). 

• Keep  focused.  Make  sure  the  implementation  phase  is  consistent 
with  your  plan. 

• Teachers  and  other  school  personnel  often  have  established  posi- 
tive relationships  with  students  that  continue  over  the  course  of 
a student's  time  in  school.  These  long-term  relationships  support 
the  important  role  that  teachers  and  other  school  staff  can  have  in 
delivering  substance  use  prevention  programs  in  schools. 

• Support  those  involved  in  implementing  the  program  to  ensure 
that  everything  goes  as  planned. 

• Make  it  interactive ! 
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Evaluation 

• Include  a comprehensive  evaluation  process.  This  will  ensure  that 
you  have  the  best  information  available  for  planning  next  time. 

• Consider  staff  training,  and  resource  needs  for  collecting  and 
analyzing  evaluation  data. 

• Contribute  to  the  best  practices  literature  on  school-based 
prevention  programs  so  others  can  benefit  from  your  experiences. 
Find  other  ways  to  share  information,  such  as  conference 
presentations. 

Summary 

The  Better  Together  Schools  pilot  projects  (BTS)  supported  schools 
and  school  districts  in  implementing  substance  use  prevention  and 
early  intervention  programs  that  were  comprehensive,  based  on  best 
practices  and  designed  to  meet  the  unique  strengths  and  challenges  of 
the  community. 

AADAC  continues  to  work  with  the  Alberta  School  Board  Association 
and  Alberta  Education  to  support  the  Better  Together  Schools  projects 
through  consultation,  training  and  resources. 


For  more  information,  please  contact 


AADAC  Provincial  Prevention  Unit 
5th  Floor,  10909  Jasper  Avenue 
Edmonton,  Alberta  T5J  3M9 
780-415-2014 
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